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Statement 
 

James M. Walker, Jr. 
Director, Alabama Department of Homeland Security 

 
 

Mr. Chairman and Members of the Committee, thank you for 

the opportunity to appear before you today representing state 

and local interests during this important hearing. 

  

As Director of the Alabama Department of Homeland 

Security, it is my responsibility to manage the homeland 

security preparedness programs and initiatives Governor Bob 

Riley wants in place to serve Alabama’s citizens and 

communities.  During these past five years of the Riley 

administration in Alabama, our state has seen exponential 

improvements in first responder capabilities, citizen 

preparedness, and situational awareness.   

 

Alabama has suffered the wrath of three major hurricanes and 

a tropical storm in the past five years.  Each storm allowed us 

to learn valuable lessons about what it takes to manage a 

catastrophe on a broad scale.  In every instance, we reviewed 

our tactics, techniques, and procedures with experience as our 

guide and made adjustments as required.  Just recently, 
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Governor Riley declared that Alabama is as ready as it has 

ever been for the start of yet another hurricane season. 

 

Alabama’s current high state of preparedness is due to many 

factors.  First, the federal homeland security grants 

appropriated by the Congress and awarded to each state by the 

US Department of Homeland Security have proved invaluable 

to Alabama, and to every other state and territory in our 

country.  These appropriations have allowed us to build much-

needed homeland security capabilities, better equip our first 

responders, train and exercise our techniques and procedures, 

and engage our citizens in ways never before possible.   

 

The success of these grants, I believe,  is rooted in the idea that 

99% of the heavy lifting to protect and manage disasters in our 

country is done outside the D.C. Beltway at the state and local 

level by the thousands of men and women who strap on their 

equipment every day to keep the cities and streets of America 

safe.  Any investment we can make in state and local first 

responders and citizen preparedness is a sound one.   

 

I cannot thank the Congress enough for its leadership in 

continuing to appropriate homeland security dollars to Main 
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Street, Alabama and all around the country.  However, I would 

like to make two points about homeland security grants.  First, 

please continue the annual appropriation of homeland security 

dollars to our states and territories.  They have made an 

enormous and positive impact in Alabama, but there is still 

much, much more that needs to be done.   

 

Second, factor predictability into the grants and give governors 

and state homeland security directors as much flexibility as 

possible in how these grant appropriations can be used.  With 

all due respect, Governor Riley and I believe we have a better 

feel for what it will take to prepare for and manage disasters in 

Alabama than our federal partners do, so please give us the 

flexibility to make the best decisions we can for our state along 

with the expectation that we will continue to receive funding 

for the important programs we have in place.  As you can 

appreciate, it is tough to develop a plan or implement a 

program without being able to predict how, when, or if you 

will be able to fund it. 

 

The heart of our state homeland security program lies in 

setting the right conditions that will ensure first responders 

and decision makers have the right information and the right 
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equipment available when they need it.  Advances in 

situational awareness and asset management have experienced 

a sea change of improvements in Alabama during the past five 

years.   

 

The ability for public safety officials to reliably communicate 

using radio networks is essential to gaining and maintaining a 

clear situational picture.  Alabama has enhanced interoperable 

radio communications by upgrading existing systems and 

utilizing a common bridging platform to connect disparate 

radio systems across the state.  Investing in one comprehensive 

statewide radio system with a common platform was not an 

affordable option for us.  Instead, we leveraged technology by 

installing frequency bridges in each of Alabama’s 67 counties.  

This allows local agencies using different frequency bands to 

communicate.   

 

During a large-scale event where local interoperability can 

become overwhelmed, we have positioned eight regional 

communications vehicles throughout Alabama.  In addition to 

bridging technology, these vehicles have satellite connectivity, 

Internet access, and streaming video cameras.  If Alabama 

were to experience a total collapse of communications 
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infrastructure we can restore communication fairly quickly for 

first responders with portable antenna towers that accompany 

our regional communications vehicle, and by utilizing organic 

Alabama National Guard disaster communication capabilities.   

 

This spring, Alabama conducted an experiment with the US 

Army attaching antennas and video cameras to a high altitude 

aerostat.  This technology, for example, would give Governor 

Riley and other state and federal officials a panoramic picture 

of the Alabama coastline post hurricane, and allow us to direct 

assets and people where they are needed most.             

 

In Alabama we have also developed an effective situational 

awareness framework in which to manage public/private 

sector programs and operational data.  The program is called 

Virtual Alabama.  It is an affordable visualization tool using 

Google Earth technology that employs the power of a secure 

Internet-based application to make a positive, immediate 

difference to first responders.  The advantage to our first 

responder population is that Virtual Alabama is free for their 

use and inexpensive to the state.  Local and state officials can 

layer and tailor secure infrastructure information about their 

jurisdictions and feed it into a broader database that will give 
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state and federal decision makers valuable and timely 

information. 

 

With existing Geographic Information System (GIS) and 

orthophotographic data, we are able to transform massive 

amounts of useful information into a common operational 

picture.  Examples of real-time applications include emergency 

evacuation routing, vehicle and asset tracking, critical 

infrastructure mapping, plume modeling, real-time sensor 

feeds, real-time streaming video, risk visualization, and post-

event imagery placed alongside pre-event imagery. 

 

Virtual Alabama was deemed fully operational by Governor 

Riley on November 1, 2007.  Embedded in the program is the 

best imagery available for each of Alabama’s 67 counties.  

Experts tell us it is the most comprehensive database in the 

country.  To date, we have over 3000 subscribers using Virtual 

Alabama, representing over 550 local, state, and federal 

agencies and entities.  I believe we have only scratched the 

surface on this emerging technology, and hope US DHS will 

elect to do more to help us exploit this affordable technology 

around the country. 

 

 7



Alabama has made remarkable strides toward improving 

information sharing and situational awareness within our 

criminal justice and public safety community.  We’ve wisely 

invested our homeland security grant funding to upgrade 

outdated 1980s-era flat file computer architecture.  Alabama’s 

hard-wired terminal architecture has now been replaced with a 

real-time, 21st century Internet-based system available to all 

850 statewide law enforcement agencies, law enforcement 

officials, and other emergency responders throughout the state.  

This improved capability also includes a homeland security 

reporting system for providing information from the “cop on 

the beat” to our information fusion capability.   

 

We can take National Crime Information Center (NCIC) 

information and other criminal justice information and 

transmit it electronically to law enforcement officers with data 

terminals or any type of cell phone, Blackberry, or other 

personal digital assistant device.  Additionally, this service is 

free of charge to local law enforcement and encourages their 

participation in sharing, gathering, and disseminating 

information.  
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Finally, Alabama is investing both public and private resources 

to promote citizen and community preparedness.  First 

responders make up only one percent of the population in 

Alabama.  Our volunteers active in disasters and faith-based 

organizations make up another one percent of our population.  

For us to succeed in managing a catastrophe, it will take the 

collective efforts of first responders, volunteers, and the 

remaining 98 percent of our citizens.  In that regard, Alabama 

has an aggressive public outreach and citizen preparedness 

campaign called Ready Alabama which delivers the message 

for Alabamians to “Be informed, Be involved, Be Ready.”  

More information is available at www.readyalabama.org.   

 

Ready Alabama is a portfolio of programs that encourages 

individuals to engage in citizen service by becoming volunteers 

in disaster preparedness and response, pursuing additional 

emergency training, creating family communications plans, 

building emergency supply kits, knowing evacuation measures, 

and other relevant information.  Our goal is to get citizens to 

take personal responsibility before and after a disaster for 

their families and perhaps even their neighbors in a 

catastrophic event.   
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In a disaster, first responders will be decisively engaged 

assisting our population that is unable to care for themselves. 

We tell our citizens that if the able-bodied do not take personal 

responsibility they risk becoming part of the response problem 

and not part of the response solution, thus tying up the efforts 

of first responders to restore order and assist those who truly 

cannot help themselves. 

 

In the weeks and months ahead, Alabama will continue to 

identify and develop new requirements and systems to better 

serve our citizens.  However, we must be able to rely upon 

federal assistance via the family of state homeland security 

grants to further our efforts.   

 

There is a real concern among the state homeland security 

directors around the country that there are people in the 

federal government who want to put the interests of the 

accountants ahead of the interests of our citizens.  That would 

be a grave mistake.  Collectively, we’ve made great strides 

since the attacks of 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina, but, as I 

stated out the outset, important work still remains. 
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Thank you again for the privilege of appearing before you 

today.  I look forward to addressing any questions you may 

have.        

 

Appendix 1:  Federal Computer Week Article, dated June 2, 

2008 

 

---------------End of Statement--------------- 
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